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Abstract 
This paper analyses ‘performance government’ as an emergent form of rule in 
advanced liberal democracies. It discloses how teachers and school leaders in 
Australia are being governed by the practices of performance government which 
centre on the recently established Australian Institute for Teaching and School 
Leadership and are given direction by two major strategies implicit within the 
exercise of this form of power: activation and regulation. Through an ‘analytics of 
government’ of these practices, the paper unravels the new configurations of 
corporatized expert and academic knowledge—and their attendant methods of 
application—by which the self-governing capacities of teachers and school leaders 
are being activated and regulated in ways which seek to optimize the performance of 
these educational professionals. The paper concludes by outlining some of the 
dangers of performance government for the professional freedom of educators and 
school leaders. 
Keywords: Performance government; governmentality; liberalism; 
professional standards; professional learning 
 
Introduction 
Recent efforts by Australian governments to improve the quality of teaching and learning in 
schools have cast teachers and school leaders as central to the reform process. Teachers and 
school leaders are now the target of a concerted set of national policies initiated by the 
Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL), a recently established 
quango responsible for providing ‘national leadership for the Commonwealth, state and 
2 Peter C. O’Brien 
 
territory governments in promoting excellence in the profession’ (AITSL, n.d., Home page). 
Policies developed and implemented by AITSL—such as those on teacher and principal 
professional standards, performance measurement, and professional learning—propose to 
‘improve student attainment and ensure [Australia] has a world class system of education’ 
(AITSL, 2011a, p. 1). This is to be achieved, they declare, by ‘improv[ing] the quality of 
teaching in Australian schools’ (AITSL, 2012a, p. 2) and ‘assist[ing] in attracting, developing 
and supporting aspiring and practising principals’ (AITSL, 2011b, p. 1). While such claims 
suggest a legitimate, feasible and even necessary set of interventions into teaching and school 
leadership, the fluency of the narratives and the self-evidence of the policies encoded by them 
may be more problematic (cf. Foucault, 1991, p. 76; Rose, 1999, p. 20). The new and 
interconnected policies initiated by AITSL might be taken more seriously, this paper 
contends, as ‘programmes of government’ (Miller & Rose, 2008, p. 61)—that is, as ‘planful 
attempts to render the real amenable to government and administration’ (Dean, 1994, p. 158). 
The proposals by AITSL to standardize professional practice, measure performance, and 
foster particular forms of professional learning are better understood, it is argued, as 
systematic and calculated—if contingent and aleatory—endeavours to optimize the 
performance of teachers and school leaders by deploying techniques which seek to activate 
and regulate their self-governing capacities or freedom (cf. Triantafillou, 2012, p. 170). As 
such, these programmes may be seen as the codification and rationalization of a type of 
power we may term ‘performance government’ (cf. Dean, 2010, p. 202).1 
 Performance government is an emergent form of rule in contemporary ‘advanced 
liberal’ (Rose, 1999, p. 149) democracies concerned with optimizing and normalizing the 
performance of individuals, groups and organizations, particularly within the public sector 
(cf. Dean, 2010, p. 202; Triantafillou, 2012, p. 45). It seeks to govern the conduct of entities 
such as teachers and school leaders by its action on the regulated and accountable choices it 
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proposes as well as the very freedom of these experts that it endeavours to construct and 
activate (cf. Brockling, Krasman & Lemke, 2011, p. 5; Rose, 1996, p. 61). The purpose of 
this paper, then, is to disclose how teachers and school leaders in Australia are being 
governed by the practices of performance government which centre on AITSL and are 
articulated in this agency’s major programmes of reform of teachers’ and school leaders’ 
conduct. To this effect, the paper endeavours to unravel the forms of expert and academic 
knowledge which have contributed to articulating the need for the self-governing capacities 
of teachers and school leaders to be activated and regulated in ways that attempt to optimize 
their performance. The means or techniques by which these ends of performance government 
are to be realized are also analysed. The paper commences by examining performance 
government in terms of its composite governmental elements (cf. Dean, 2013, p. 95). It then 
builds on the outcomes of this examination to conduct an ‘analytics’ (Dean, 2010, p. 30) of 
the practices of performance government centred on AITSL and given direction by two of the 
major strategies implicit within the exercise of this form of power (cf. Dean, 1994, pp. 158-
9): activation and regulation.  
 
Govern 
In seeking to optimize and normalize the performance of individuals, groups and 
organizations within the public sector, performance government employs a ‘rationality’ 
(Miller & Rose, 2008, p. 58) we may characterize as ‘neoliberal’ (Dean, 2010, p. 187; 
Gordon, 1991, p. 41; O’Brien, Osbaldiston & Kendall, 2014, p. 288). Like other ‘neo-liberal 
rationalities of government’ (Dean, 2010, p. 175), the rationality of performance government 
recommends the reform of individual and institutional conduct so that it becomes more 
efficient and competitive. This is sought by the extension of a market rationality into all 
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spheres of life; by a focus on the choices of individuals and groups; and by the establishment 
of a culture of enterprise and responsible autonomy (cf. Gordon, 1991, pp. 41-46; King & 
Kendall, 2004, pp. 199-202). What distinguishes the rationality of performance government 
from other ‘styles’ of neoliberal rationality (Dean, 2010, p. 176), however, is its 
rationalization of the endeavour to optimize and normalize the performance of those entities 
upon whom it seeks to act. This emphasis draws our attention to the specificity of 
governmental thought and action, as opposed to grander notions of government in general (cf. 
Walters, 2012, p. 58). Indeed, despite our characterization of the rationality of performance 
government as neoliberal, it would be a mistake to imagine that neoliberalism provides a cast 
or mould for practices like teaching or school leadership. If anything—as we have argued 
elsewhere in the pages of this journal (O’Brien, Osbaldiston & Kendall, 2012)—the reverse is 
true: certain solutions to highly contingent governmental problems in particular locales are 
‘translated’ (Rose, 1999, p. 48) between cognate domains and thence into other settings. 
These eventually become integrated ‘in thought’ so that they appear to partake in a coherent 
logic we call neoliberalism (cf. O’Brien, Osbaldiston & Kendall, 2014, p. 288; Rose, 1999, p. 
27). As will be demonstrated in this paper, the AITSL programmes of government developed 
as solutions to problems of teachers’ and school leaders’ performance depend on ‘political 
rationalities’ (Rose, 1999, p. 32) whose ‘moralities’, ‘epistemologies’ and ‘idioms’ (Miller & 
Rose, 2008, p. 62) have, to a large extent, been translated into this domain from cognate 
domains in the public sector as well as from departments of existence more distant and 
diverse such as business, economics and popular culture.  
 The methods of application or ‘technologies of government’ (Miller & Rose, 2008, 
pp. 63-65; cf. Rose, 1999, p. 51-55) by which the political rationalities and programmes of 
performance government have been deployed centre largely on technologies of ‘agency’ and 
technologies of ‘performance’ (Dean, 2010, pp. 196-198; cf. Triantafillou, 2012, pp. 45-91). 
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Importantly, as Dean (1994) reminds us, these ‘technologies of government themselves have 
forms of rationality inscribed within them’ (p. 188). That is, like all aspects of governing they 
possess up to a point their own autonomy and are informed by their own forms of thought 
and knowledge (cf. Dean, 2010, p. 42; Foucault, 1991, p. 75). While the political rationality 
of performance government in school education comes to be embedded in the mundane 
material objects, techniques and arrangements associated with teaching and school leadership 
(cf. Walters, 2012, p. 64), the techniques and technologies of performance government 
themselves have effects which may differ from and even distort programmatic objectives. 
Not only is this one of the more mundane ways in which government must inevitably ‘fail’ 
(cf. Kendall & Wickham, 2001, p. 32), it helps to explain—as will be outlined below—the 
‘distinctiveness’ of some of the actual practices of the government of teachers’ and school 
leaders’ performance. For this reason, it is important to give consideration to the practical 
rationalities inscribed within these heterogeneous assemblages and to the knowledges ‘made 
available’ to them by the operation of the institutions involved in this form of governing 
(Hunt & Wickham, 1994, p. 91). 
Autonomize 
 Technologies of agency are those technologies of government which seek to enhance 
or deploy our possibilities of agency and autonomy. The forms of rationality inscribed within 
them are underpinned by knowledges made available by the act of autonomization itself. One 
widespread and available knowledge informing this rationality is neoliberal philosophy 
(Gordon, 1991, p. 43) with its view of us as individual creatures of ‘freedom, liberty and 
autonomy’ (Rose, 1996, p. 57); of our behaviour as ‘perpetually responsive to modifications 
in [our] environment’ (Gordon, 1991, p. 43); and of our lives as the pursuit of different 
enterprises (O’Brien, Osbaldiston & Kendall, 2014, p. 289). Another is the ‘“new 
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psychological culture”, that cornucopia of techniques of the self which symbiotize aptitude 
with self-awareness and performance with self-realization (not to mention self-presentation)’ 
(Gordon, 1991, p. 44; cf. Triantafillou, 2012, p. 70). The technologies of agency, according to 
Dean (2010, p. 196), comprise both ‘contract’ in all its various forms and ‘technologies of 
citizenship’, which include the multiple techniques of self-esteem, of empowerment, and of 
consultation and negotiation which engage us as active and free agents. As will be discussed 
below, assemblings of both types of the technologies of agency are employed in the 
instantiation of performance government in teaching and school leadership in Australia today. 
Optimize 
 Technologies of performance are the emergent and plural technologies of 
government designed both to penetrate the ‘enclosures of expertise’ (Dean, 2010, p. 197) 
fostered under social government and optimize performance by taming and re-directing the 
self-interested drives of professionals (Triantafillou, 2012, pp. 46-47). One widespread and 
available knowledge form utilized by the rationality inscribed within these technologies is 
Public Choice theory, an influential strand of thinking in public administration which focuses 
on monitoring and directing the self-interested behaviour of public administrators and 
professionals through a host of new managerial tools and regimes (Olssen & Peters, 2005, p. 
317; cf. Triantafillou, 2012, p. 52). Another comprises accounting and audit (Rose, 1999, pp. 
153-155; cf. Olssen & Peters, 2005, p. 315). The logic and technical requirements of these 
two disciplines displace the internal logics of expertise and create ‘patterns of accountability’ 
to norms such as standardization, observability and transparency (Rose, 1999, p. 154). The 
technologies of performance include corporatization, privatization, performance cultures and 
standardization (Dean, 2010, p. 197). The techniques upon which they rely extend to 
performance measurement, benchmarking, and professional and workplace standards (Dean, 
2010, p. 197; Triantafillou, 2012, pp. 52-66).  




Governing is first and foremost a problematizing activity (cf. Miller & Rose, 2008, p. 61). 
The obligations of those who seek to govern conduct are posed in terms of the problems they 
seek to address. AITSL’s endeavour to govern the performance of teachers and school 
leaders, for instance, has been elaborated around the problematization of the professional 
capacities of teachers and school leaders. According to its programmes, ‘teacher quality’ 
needs ‘improving’ (AITSL, 2011a, p. 1), the ‘role of quality school leadership in improving 
learning outcomes’ needs to be made ‘explicit’ (AITSL, 2011b, p. 1), and the profession itself 
needs unifying nationally (AITSL, 2011b, p. 1). The knowledge made available by the 
operations of AITSL and other institutions involved in governing performance provides the 
‘intellectual technology’ (Miller & Rose, 2008, p. 62) for representing the problem in this 
way. Research by Timperley (2011) is a case in point. Used to inform a number of key 
AITSL policy initiatives (e.g. AITSL, 2012a, 2012b), Timperley’s research goes ‘beyond the 
educational literature to the organisational literature’ (p. 6) where ‘traditional’ (p. 1) ‘routine 
expertise’ (p. 7) is contrasted with the dynamism and flexibility of ‘adaptive expertise’ (p. 6). 
Timperley draws on this organizational research to problematize teachers and school leaders 
who are routine experts, and schools which are characterized by this form of expertise. 
According to Timperley, favouring ‘routine’ over ‘innovation’ (Timperley, p. 6); being 
‘surprised, or at worst…insulted, by requirements to engage in ongoing professional learning 
and development’ (p. 7); and doing ‘their individual best….[when] it is expected that they 
will engage collectively with what is known to be effective in improving outcomes for all 
students’ (p. 1) are characteristics of school educators and leaders which no longer accord 
with ‘what it means to be professional in the changing landscape of the 21st century’ (p. 1). 
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 Recourse to analyses of teaching and school leadership such as that provided by 
Timperley points to a related feature of performance government: its reliance on research 
commissioned by the agencies through which it seeks to govern. In the case of AITSL, for 
example, this includes research not only from academics in universities attracted by the 
(funded) promise of the rational disciplining and technologizing of teaching and school 
administration (e.g. Timperley, 2011), but from researchers in corporate Think Tanks and 
international consulting firms (e.g. Hay Group, 2012) as well as from individual ‘policy 
entrepreneurs’ (Lingard, 2013, p. 119) who make a living doing research for whatever agency 
is offering such commission. Indeed, in general, performance government may be said to rely 
on knowledge generated outside of the conventional circuits of academic research and 
publication. The AITSL programmes of government, for instance, rely mostly on knowledge 
produced by Think Tanks and agencies ranging from the Grattan Institute and the Australian 
Council for Educational Research (ACER) (e.g. AITSL, 2011a, p. 22) to the OECD (e.g. 
AITSL, 2012b, p. 9) and international consulting firms such as McKinsey and Company (e.g. 
AITSL, 2012a, p. 7) and the Boston Consulting Group (e.g. AITSL, 2012b, p. 9). Sometimes 
research for AITSL’s programmes is ‘independently prepared’ and ‘donated’ by such 
agencies (e.g. Jensen and Reichl [the Grattan Institute], 2012)—and is then adopted by 
AITSL. We might say, then, that the strategies of performance government presuppose a 
knowledge of teaching and school leadership which is generated by the mainly pluralized and 
marketized entities forged, or at least given succour, by the practices of government enacted 
within what Dean (2010) has described as the new, ‘reflexive frame’ in which governing now 
occurs (p. 252). 
Activate 
One response to the problematization of teachers’ and school leaders’ professional expertise 
has been the endeavour to activate and mobilize the resources, support and self-steering 
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capacities of these individuals as subjects of performance government. This ‘strategy of 
activation’, as we may describe it, has gained expression largely through programmes of 
government of professional learning such as AITSL’s Australian Charter for Professional 
Learning of Teachers and School Leaders (the ‘Charter’) (AITSL, 2012) and those from local 
jurisdictions which articulate with the national programme (e.g. QCT, 2012). The expert 
knowledge mobilized by the strategy of activation and employed in the rationalization of the 
Charter (AITSL, 2012a) can be mapped from a ‘surface reading’ (Triantafillou, 2012, p. 27) 
of the programme and from texts identified by constructing for the programme, its ‘external 
relations of intelligibility’ (Foucault, 1991, p. 77; cf. Walters, 2012, p. 18). Examination of 
the discursive field underpinning this programme points to several literatures concerned, inter 
alia, with the human psyche and individual theories of learning (e.g. Hattie, 2012; Timperley, 
2011); group dynamics and organizational learning (e.g. Dinham, 2008); and economic 
theories of choice and incentives (e.g. Jensen, 2010). Following Foucault’s (2008) depiction 
of the operation of neoliberal governmentality as ‘action on the environment’ in which the 
agent is located (Foucault, 2008, p. 260), we can understand these literatures as seeking to 
develop an epistemological space or environment in which the agent can unfold their 
freedom. Hattie (2012), for example, a prominent ‘expert of truth’ in Australian school 
education, endeavours to create a space for educators to self-actualize and grasp their 
professional freedom through what he describes as ‘high-level principles argued throughout 
[his] book’ (Hattie, p. 5). Couched in the ubiquitous ‘I-statements’ of ‘psy’, these include: ‘I 
am an evaluator/activator’; ‘I am a change agent’; ‘I welcome error’; ‘I know the power of 
peers’; ‘I know I can develop confidence to succeed’ (Hattie, p. 5). Timperley (2011), too, 
through the notion of professionalism as ‘adaptive expertise’ (p. 6), seeks to create a space 
for ‘professional agency’ (p. 6) and for ‘professionals [to] take control of their own learning’ 
(p. 8). Jensen (2010), meanwhile, in a Think Tank piece of econometric research on teacher 
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effectiveness and economic growth, ventures to create a space for the freedom of the 
organization as agent by arguing that ‘schools need the autonomy to engage in meaningful 
teacher evaluation and development’ (Jensen, 2010, p. 5). 
 These theoretical accounts, then, provide a rationalization for the view that 
unleashing the entrepreneurial energies and innovative potential of teachers and school 
leaders will unleash the potential of students, schools and communities to face the unknown 
and better solve problems by themselves. This ambition is then translated into programmes of 
professional learning for addressing the specific problematization of teachers’ and school 
leaders’ professional capacities. The Charter (AITSL, 2012a) addresses this concern by 
declaring that ‘there is no higher priority than improving the quality of teaching in Australian 
schools’ (p. 2) and stressing the ‘importance of professional learning in changing teacher and 
school leader behaviour’ (p. 2). The professional learning being advocated ‘will be most 
effective’, it maintains, ‘when it takes place within a culture where teachers and school 
leaders expect and are expected to be active learners’ (AITSL, 2012a, p. 3). This is to be a 
culture, it proposes, which ‘encourages teachers and school leaders to find new solutions to 
persistent issues’ (AITSL, 2012a, p. 4), ‘to develop their own theories of practice’ (p. 5), and 
to be ‘innovative’ (p. 5). It is to be a culture ‘characterised by a high degree of leadership 
support for ongoing adult learning and risk taking’ (p. 3). It is to be a culture, in other words, 
which is to be given the ethos and structure of the ‘enterprise-form’ (cf. Gordon, 1991, p. 42). 
 The strategy of activation also shapes the means by which these projects of 
rationalization have been instantiated in practice, although never unproblematically. These 
include technologies of agency and of professional learning, both of which utilize 
individualizing techniques—those seeking to create more active individuals—and socializing 
techniques—those trying to create autonomous teams or collectives (cf. Triantafillou, 2012, 
p. 74). One widespread individualizing technique combines the contract—agreement—with 
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techniques of professional learning. Agreement is sought through participation in 
professional learning activities which promise to empower teachers and school leaders, 
enhance their self-esteem, and optimize their skills and entrepreneurship. The Charter 
(AITSL, 2012a) assembles elements of this technique through explicit and calculated 
programmatic statements which act as a ‘translation mechanism’ (Rose, 1999, p. 48) between 
the objectives of authorities and the personal and professional aspirations of teachers and 
school leaders. ‘Teachers and school leaders’, it declares, ‘expect and are expected to be 
active learners, to reflect on, receive feedback on and improve their pedagogical practice’ 
(AITSL, 2012a, p. 3). Indeed, in suggesting that such learning should ‘support teachers to 
reflect on, question and consciously improve their practice’ (AITSL, 2012a, p. 4), the 
programme asserts a preference for the freedom of the teacher—an aspect which reflects 
Foucault’s (2008) observation that neoliberal action on the environment is characterized by 
‘the possibility for the individual of regulation of the effects of the definition of his own 
framework’ (p. 261). The objects and devices provided by AITSL and utilized in the 
techniques of professional learning enacted by teachers and school leaders include video 
resources such as the ‘OECD Strong Performers and Successful Reformers in Education’ 
programme; ‘professional learning stimulus guides’; and presentation slide shows (AITSL, 
n.d., Professional learning). Other individualizing techniques of activation include techniques 
of self-esteem raising and techniques of empowerment linked to pedagogical practice. These 
oftentimes evangelical initiatives include AITSL’s ‘Celebrating Teachers’ programme 
(AITSL, n.d., Professional learning) and programmes from local jurisdictions such as the 
Queensland College of Teachers’ (QCT) ‘Excellence in Teaching Awards’ (QCT, n.d., 
Promoting the profession). 
 Socializing techniques presupposed by the strategy of activation include an 
assemblage which brings together techniques of contract, self-esteem and empowerment with 
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techniques of professional learning to enhance agency by directly stimulating teachers’ and 
school leaders’ entrepreneurial drives. One instance of this assemblage is a recent online 
‘Learning Collective’ workshop (AITSL, n.d., Professional learning) hosted by AITSL. Its 
significance as a socializing technique for stimulating entrepreneurialism through 
professional learning is to be found in the profiles of the top-billing speakers. The top two are 
described as ‘social entrepreneurs’. The first—possessed of a ‘passion to innovate and 
execute’—‘makes serious global issues and complex business problems engaging and fun’ 
(AITSL, n.d., Professional learning). The second is the ‘co-founder of an international non-
profit organization which works alongside emerging entrepreneurs’ (AITSL, n.d., 
Professional learning). Another lists their main achievement as being ‘named Young 
Executive of the Year by BOSS Magazine’ (AITSL, n.d., Professional learning). The 
distinctiveness of such an event as professional learning for teachers and school 
administrators can be made intelligible by taking into account the rationality of enterprise 
inscribed within the technologies of agency themselves. This acts to accentuate—even 
distort—the programmatic objectives by which the technologies of agency are assembled, 
thus resulting in the normalization of practices of professional learning that may otherwise be 
considered unusual or even bizarre.  
Regulate 
Another response to the problematization of teachers’ and school leaders’ professional 
expertise has been the endeavour to regulate and direct the self-interested drives of these 
individuals as subjects of performance government. This ‘strategy of regulation’ has been 
articulated through programmes of professional standards and programmes of performance 
measurement. Once again, it is the programmes of government initiated by AITSL which are 
the most significant given their national status and currency. These programmes include the 
Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (the ‘Standards’) (AITSL, 2011a), the 
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Australian Professional Standard for Principals (the ‘Standard’) (AITSL, 2011b), and the 
Australian Teacher Performance and Development Framework (the ‘Framework’) (AITSL, 
2012b). Of these relatively systematic forms of thought elaborated by this strategy of 
regulation, it is the programmes of professional standards which are foremost amongst its 
conditions (cf. Dean, 1994, p. 158). Indeed, it would not be an overstatement to say that 
practices of standardizing teaching and school leadership—such as AITSL’s programmes of 
professional standards and the technologies on which they depend—are the principal 
conditions and means of the overall strategy of performance government in teaching and 
school leadership in Australia today. Professional standards are crucial not only to the 
operation of various practices of performance measurement, but to practices of professional 
learning as well as to techniques of contract and incentive systems. In short, all make use of 
performance standards to pass judgements on professional conduct (cf. Triantafillou, 2012, p. 
63; Timmermans & Epstein, 2010, p. 72). 
 The expert knowledge mobilized by the strategy of regulation and employed in the 
rationalization of these AITSL programmes points to literatures concerned with teacher 
professional standards and professionalism (e.g. Yinger and Hendricks-Lee, 2000), school 
improvement and educational evaluation (e.g. Barber & Mourshed, 2007), and performance 
development and teacher appraisal (e.g. Hay Group, 2012; Jensen & Reichl, 2012). Again, 
following Foucault’s (2008) portrayal of the operation of neoliberal governmentality as 
‘action on the environment’ (p. 260)—‘modifying the terms of the game, not the players’ 
mentality’ (Foucault, 2008, p. 260)—we can understand these literatures as seeking to define 
an epistemological ‘framework around the individual which is loose enough for him to be 
able to play’ (Foucault, p. 261; cf. Walters, 2012, p. 60). Professional standards, for example, 
do not dictate conduct (Timmermans & Epstein, 2010, p. 84); they provide a ‘playing field’ 
within the environment itself for games of truth and power (Triantafillou, 2012, p. 64; cf. 
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O’Farrell, 2005, p. 66). The rubric of professional standards developed by Yinger and 
Hendricks-Lee (2000, p. 99) in the US provides one such diagram for play, letting teachers 
and school leaders know when the results of their conduct will be considered a success or a 
failure. In the process, subjectivity is transformed (cf. Higgins & Larner, 2011, p. 211)—as 
the observations by Yinger and Hendricks-Lee (2000) of teacher education students engaging 
with ‘performance standards’ (p. 101) illustrate: ‘Eventually….the students learn to speak the 
language [of the standards] and see their practice in relation to the standards’ (p. 102). 
Indeed, in the new standards-based game of improving the performance of national 
educational systems, the player is placed ‘front and centre’. The highly influential research of 
management consultants Barber and Mourshed (2007), for example, identifies teachers and 
‘teacher quality’ as one of the three key factors behind ‘world class’ schooling systems 
(Barber and Mourshed, 2007, p. 13). A more recent report by these authors has the ‘quality of 
the teacher’ promoted to that of the ‘main driver [italics added]’ for improving the 
performance of national educational systems (Mourshead, Chijioke & Barber, 2010, p. 12). 
 Literatures on performance development and teacher appraisal, meanwhile, provide 
the ‘coaching manual’—to extend the metaphor—for player development and improvement. 
The Hay Group’s ‘strategy–culture–people’ performance management and development 
framework (Hay Group, 2012, p. 6), for instance, supports teachers and school leaders in 
playing the game through a consideration of ‘the whole framework, context or culture’ of the 
organization (Hay Group, p. 12). ‘Tips’ for coaches from the manual include a number of 
little techniques such as ‘teacher buy-in’ to make the ‘teaching force…positive about the 
proposed framework’ (p. 13), and a ‘communications program to generate interest and 
engagement’ (p. 14). The ‘coaching manual’ authored by Jensen and Reichl (2012) from the 
Grattan Institute, by contrast, is more disciplinary. It argues that ‘an effective Performance 
and Development Framework must have, at its core, a belief that for a teacher or student to 
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improve, we need to watch what they do and tell them how to improve’ (Jensen & Reichl, 
2012, p. 1). In fact, the recommendation for teachers to be brought under what is the panoptic 
gaze of this disciplinary form of power is extended to the very capillaries of their professional 
existence: Such a ‘framework’, Jensen and Reichl (2012) maintain, ‘must change behaviour 
in each classroom across the country’ (p. 10).  
 These literatures, then, provide a rationalization for the view that taming the self-
interested drives of teachers and school leaders—their individualistic professional ethos—and 
directing them in ways to optimize their performance will improve student learning and 
enhance educational outcomes. The political rationality to emerge provides a way of 
formulating specific programmes of government which, in proposing to act on the more 
practical and seemingly ‘programmable’ (Miller & Rose, 2008, p. 29) problematization of 
teachers’ and school leaders’ professional capacities or ‘quality’, fulfil the broader ambition 
of government to tame and direct autonomous selves. The Standards (AITSL, 2011a), for 
instance, seek to ‘define the work of teachers and make explicit the elements of high quality, 
effective teaching’ (p. 2). In doing so, they allow—even enable—a professional autonomy 
and movement ‘open to unknowns’ (Foucault, 2008, p. 261) across the diagram of play that 
forms the AITSL standards ‘framework’ (AITSL, 2011a, p. 2). At the same time, however, 
the Standards urge teachers to exercise their autonomy in ways that produce more or less 
precisely defined results. This objective of performance government—made possible by the 
‘indefinite extension’ of which standardizing is capable (Henman & Dean, 2010, p. 80)—
extends the AITSL Standards into all aspects of teaching and teacher education, including the 
‘performance and development culture’ that AITSL dreams of establishing through the 
‘Framework’ (AITSL, 2012b, p. 3). Indeed, it is through the ‘Framework’ that the AITSL 
standards enable accountability by means of four ‘mandatory’ (AITSL, n.d., The Framework 
FAQs) ‘essential elements’ within the programme’s ‘performance and development cycle’ 
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(AITSL, 2012b, p. 5). These standards-based elements identify the minimum evidentiary 
requirements for a teacher’s annual performance review in what we might describe as an 
emerging ‘regime of distrust’ (Rose, 1999, p. 155; cf. Dean, 2010, p. 197) in the professions 
and institutions more generally—a regime which such requirements contribute to, produce 
and intensify.  
 In an endeavour to operationalize these rationalized projects, the strategy of 
regulation makes use of the technologies of performance—including ‘technologies of 
standardizing’ and ‘technologies of performance measurement’ (cf. Higgins and Larner, 
2010, p. 205; Triantafillou, 2012, pp. 52-67). The technology of standardizing assembled 
through AITSL’s programmes of professional standards utilizes a number of mundane 
techniques to regulate conduct by bringing together diverse and disparate aspects of 
professional practice into a single space of comparison, calculation and standardization (cf. 
Higgins & Larner, 2010, p. 208). These include a Standards-based, online ‘Self-Assessment 
Tool’ (AITSL, n.d., Home page) for teachers and a Principal Standard-based set of ‘Activity 
Cards’ (AITSL, n.d., Principal Standard activity cards). The Activity Cards, for instance, seek 
to regulate conduct through descriptions of principals’ professional practice derived from the 
Principal Standard—‘Principals manage themselves well….Principals create a positive 
culture of challenge….Principals manag[e] performance’ (AITSL, n.d., Principal Standard 
activity cards)—and testimonials from ‘satisfied’ principals themselves—‘When I heard 
about the Principal Standard, I brought it back to my Governing Council and asked them to 
use it as an appraisal process for myself…and as a structure to write up how the school is 
going under my leadership’ (AITSL, n.d., Principal Standard activity cards). By participating 
in the activities based on these Cards, principals are enjoined to identify with that form of the 
principal specified by the AITSL Principal Standard itself (AITSL, 2011b).  
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 The technology of performance measurement—itself imbricated with the technology 
of standardizing—relies on a raft of technical means from ‘performance matrixes’ and 
‘activity wheels’ to performance and development ‘case studies’ of ‘effective existing 
practice’ (AITSL, n.d., Performance and development) to realize the programmatic goals of 
the Framework (AITSL, 2012b). These techniques of regulation allow the strategy of 
performance measurement to dominate over the agency of teachers, their freedom to 
manoeuvre notwithstanding. In this sense, they are utilized from ‘above’ (cf. Dean, 2010, p. 
198). One of the resources from the case studies of effective practice, however, illustrates 
how the strategy of performance measurement is also deployed from ‘below’. The 
‘Australind Senior High School’ (AITSL, n.d., Case Study: Australind) case study includes a 
sample survey which asks students to measure their teacher’s performance: ‘My teacher is 
very good at working out what I can and cannot do well; I know where I am ranked in the 
class; Name three things that your teacher has told you will improve your grade’ (AITSL, 
n.d., Case Study: Australind). This technique of performance measurement can be seen to 
privilege the rights of the student who is re-cast as a ‘user’ or ‘consumer’ of education. The 
government of teachers is thus conducted in a new way. From below, the agency and voice of 
students—potentially at least—enter into contestation with teacher professional practice and 
knowledge. From above, the rights of students as consumers become the criteria for the 
evaluation of teacher performance and a technique by which teachers—but also those who 
seek to govern them through access to such surveys—can be open to sources of innovation 
and critical information about changing environments in classrooms and schools (cf. Dean, 
2010, p. 198). In the process, new tracts of educational and social life are opened up to the 
specific forms of knowledge and intervention we now associate with performance 
government.  
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Conclusion 
 Current initiatives by AITSL to reform teaching and school leadership in Australia 
may be taken more seriously, this paper has argued, as governmental endeavours to optimize 
and normalize the performance of teachers and school leaders. Along with the technologies of 
agency and performance on which they depend, these programmes have been shown to form 
the resources available to the strategies of activation and regulation—strategies which seek to 
unleash and facilitate the self-governing capacities of teachers and school leaders in a way 
that both optimizes their performance and adheres to norms of accountability and 
impartiality. Indeed, within the contemporary advanced liberal diagram of rule from which 
performance government is assembled, teachers’ and school leaders’ freedom has been made 
into a technical means of government (cf. Dean, 2010, p. 258). Teachers and school leaders 
are strongly urged—if not obliged—to exercise their freedom in accordance with norms of 
entrepreneurialism and activism on the one hand, and performance and standardization on the 
other. Informing and rationalizing these actions, analysis disclosed, are knowledges whose 
provenance is more hybridized than the formal knowledge complexes on which government 
has traditionally depended (cf. Miller & Rose, 2008, p. 62). Performance government relies 
on knowledges generated by a new type of ‘entrepreneurial expert’ whose commissioned 
research provides a direct ‘bridgehead’ (Hunter, 1990, p. 423) to the governmental field. 
Analysis also disclosed the polymorphous nature of governmental techniques such as 
professional learning workshops, contracts and surveys and the perverse ways in which they 
have been implanted in the technologies of both agency and performance.  
 Performance government, however, is not without its dangers. Following 
Triantafillou’s (2012) insightful analysis of new forms of governing in contemporary liberal 
democracies, we can identify three such dangers. First, performance government promotes a 
very particular form of freedom (cf. Triantafillou, 2012, p. 178), one in which teachers and 
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school leaders are urged to constantly improve their learning, their performance, and their 
‘quality’. It is also one that is very capricious: the preferred forms of freedom exercised by 
teachers and school leaders in the space of AITSL’s professional standards (e.g. AITSL, 
2011a, 2011b), for example, may just as easily be disfavoured by new standards. Second, 
along with other reflexive forms of government, performance government does not have any 
political limit (cf. Triantafillou, 2012, p. 179). Its neoliberal rationality—unlike that of 
classical liberalism—stresses the active constitution by government of the conditions under 
which individuals, groups and professionals might flourish (cf. King & Kendall, 2004, p. 
200). Teachers and school leaders may have a desire for professional autonomy and self-
improvement but, according to the mentality of performance government, they could always 
exercise this freedom better, more fully and more effectively. Hence the ‘need’ for schemes 
such as those developed by AITSL. Finally, performance government and the 
problematizations on which it is predicated legitimize illiberal forms of intervention (cf. 
Triantafillou, 2012, p. 180). Performance government may seek to address perceived 
problems of teachers’ and school leaders’ conduct by activating and regulating the self-
governing capacities of these professionals; however, the institutional means for the shaping 
of conduct in order to optimize performance also carry with them the threat of sovereign 
violence (cf. Dean, 2013, p. 233). For example, behind the agreements undertaken by 
teachers and school leaders to engage in specified types of professional learning is the threat 
of an ultimate sanction: termination of employment.  
 Performance government, then, is dangerous. As Foucault notably pointed out, 
however, ‘if everything is dangerous then we always have something to do’ (Foucault, 2000, 
p. 256). In the face of the dangers of performance government outlined above, this may 
involve an undertaking as modest as disclosing how—and through what means—certain 
knowledges have come to resource and rationalize the exercise of a particular form of power 
20 Peter C. O’Brien 
 
emergent within our present. Such analysis can have the effect of removing the ‘naturalness’ 
and ‘taken-for-granted’ character (Dean, 2010, p. 50)—‘to show that things “weren’t as 
necessary as all that”’ (Foucault, 1991, p. 76)—of the practices of performance government 
which centre on a body of AITSL’s scope, reach and calibre.  
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perspectives other than that of governmentality. Most notable in educational theory is the 
work of Stephen J. Ball (e.g. Ball, 2003; Ball & Olmedo, 2013) who draws on Jean-
Francois Lyotard’s notion of ‘performativity’ and aspects of the work of Foucault to 
develop a concept of performativity as a ‘new mode of state regulation’ (Ball, 2003, p. 
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certain aspects of [Ball’s] work’ (Wang, 2011, p. 142), see Wang (2011).) More recently, 
Locke (2013), in the pages of this journal, has explored ‘performativity, performance and 
education’ (Locke, p. 1) by utilizing Lyotard’s notion of performativity in conjunction 
with the work of other postmodern cultural theorists. 
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